NEW TALES 
OF KING 


VIKRAM AND 
THE VETALA 


4 he cremation ground presented an eerie spectacle 
on that dark night. The moon was hidden behind 
the clouds, and it was drizzling intermittently. The pitch 
darkness was relieved only by occasional flashes of 
S . lightning that lit up the sombre scene, causing 
an eerie dance of jerky shadows in the 
cremation ground. Occasionally, ajackal’s 
spine-chilling how] or the blood-curdling 
laughter of some invisible evil spirit cut 
into the silence that hung like a shroud over 
the area. Altogether, it was a scene that 
, would strike terror into the bravest heart. 
2 // But nothing could daunt the intrepid King 
Y Vikram. Once again, he made his way to the 
(¥/ gnarled tree from which the ancient corpse was 

hanging. Bones crunched under his feet, and a 
screeching ghost rose from the dust in shuddering 
frenzy as he marched determinedly ahead. 

Oblivious to everything but the mission at hand, he 
brought the hanging corpse down by cutting the rope with 
his sword. Slinging it astride his shoulder, he had just 
begun his retum journey when the vampire that possessed 
the corpse said, “O King! This is a very arduous task 
that you are performing. Perhaps you have taken it on 
yourself as a favour for someone else. But I hope that 
when that person offers to reciprocate by doing something 
that will benefit you, you won’ trashly decline the offer in 
a fit of emotion, as Prince Vasant of Kirtipur did. Listen 
to his story.” 

The tale the vampire narrated went as follows. 

Shaktiteja, the King of Gundharvaloka (the domain 
of the gundharvas, or demi-gods), had a beautiful 
daughter named Swarnamanjari. However, the greatest 
beauty in the land was not she, but another nymph named 
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Chitravarnika —a fact that caused her much heartburn. 
She became bitterly jealous of Chitravarnika, and was 
forever looking foran opportunity to hurt her in some way. 

Swamamanjari’s opportunity came when her father 
took her ona visit to earth. She was enraptured by the 
earth’s beauty. Back home, she lost no time in boasting 
toall her friends about the marvellous sights she had seen. 
It was not long before her stories of the earth reached 
Chitravarnika’s ears. The vivid description caught her 
fancy, and filled her with a longing to visit this new place 
and see its wonders with her own eyes. She told her 
friends that she had made up her mind to leave for earth 
forthwith. 

When King Shaktiteja heard the news from his 
daughter, he summoned Chitravarnika to his court and 
curtly announced, “Chitra, no denizen of Gundharvaloka 
may descend to earth without my permission. If you still 
insist on going, you shall forfeit all your celestial powers. 
However, if you are able to worship at a sacred pilgrim 
spot within fifteen days of reaching earth, you will regain 
your powers. Only then can you return to Gundharvaloka.” 

The king’s warning did not daunt Chitravarnika; if 
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anything, they only strengthened her determination to 
make the journey. 

Floating through the air, she made her descent to 
earth. She landed beside a beautiful brook in the midst of 
a forest. The crystal clear water of the brook enticed her 
to take a dip. 

She stepped into the water and had arefreshing bath. 
As she emerged out of the brook and tried to soar into 
the air, she realised that she had lost her power to fly. 
The gundharva king’s words had come true. 

At this juncture, a young man came riding a horse. 
On seeing Chitravamika, he reined in his horse and asked 
in astonishment, “Young lady, may I know who you are 
and what you're doing at this lonely spot’? From your 
looks and bearing, it appears that you’ re no ordinary 
woman, but some celestial nymph.” 

Witha sigh, Chitravarnika answered, “You're right. 
T’ma gundharva maiden. But I have lost my celestial 
powers, only because I committed the crime of visiting 
your land!” Seeing sympathy in the young man’s eyes, 
she then told him the whole story. 

The young man introduced himself. “I am Vasant, 
the crown-prince of Kirtipur. With a week left for my 
coronation, I’m currently out on a tour of my kingdom to 
get to know it better. I shall take you sightseeing and 
show you the most beautiful places on earth. In return, 
T’dlike you to take me to Gundharvaloka. I wish to study 
the administrative policies there, so that I can implement 
them in my own kingdom when I become the ruler.” 

“Your aim is a lofty and commendable one indeed,” 
praised Chitravarnika. “But O Prince, I myself have lost 
the power to fly back to Gundharvaloka. Unless I worship 
at the holiest pilgrim spot on earth within 15 days, Icannot 
get my power back. So how can I take you there—much 
as I would love to do so?” 

“Why don’t you try to regain your powers? I shall 
help you,” assured Vasant. 

“But which is the holiest spot on earth?” asked 
Chitravamika 

“The holiest destination that I can think of is Mount 
Kailas, abode of Lord Siva and Goddess Parvati,” 
answered Vasant. “I can take you there.” 
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On hearing this, Chitravarnika’s eyes lit up with fresh 
hope and she asked, “But would we be able to make it 
there in just 15 days?” 

“Why not? It can be done, if we leave rightaway,” 
he replied confidently. 

The twosome set out on their journey to Mount 
Kailas. On the way, Prince Vasant pointed out many 
breathtakingly beautiful sights to Chitravarnika. On the 
tenth day, they reached Lake Manasarovar. 

It was a full-moon night. The lake, dazzling in the 
moonlight, presented a vision of ethereal beauty. The 
ptince pointed out the sacred mountain peak to the nymph. 
Praying to Siva and Parvati with all their hearts, both of 
them prostrated in the direction of the peak. 

The nextmoment, Chitravarnika was enveloped in a 
flash of light. She realised that she had got back her lost 
powers. Elated, she turned to Vasant and said, “Prince, I 
am eternally indebted to you for your kindness!” 

Atthis juncture, the gundharva king Shaktiteja (who 
had been following Chitravarnika’s progress through his 
spies) appeared there. Chitravarnika bowed to him and 
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respectfully said, “Your Majesty, this is Prince Vasant of 
Kirtipur. It is he who helped me regain my powers. In 
return, I’ve promised to take him on a visit to 
Gundharvaloka. May I bring him along as my guest” 

But Shaktiteja glared at her furiously and demanded, 
“Have you forgotten that human beings are forbidden to 
enter our domain?” Without waiting for an answer, he 
then vanished from view. 

Chitravarnika heaved a deep sigh. Turning to Vasant, 
she said, “O Prince! You heard what our king just said. 
But you needn’t be disheartened; I can take you to my 
domain in defiance of his order. No doubt, Pll have to 
face some hardships — but that doesn’t matter. I shall 
take you if you wish.” 

But Prince Vasant promptly retorted, “After what 
you’ve said, why would wish to see your domain? Now, 
even if your king himself were to change his mind and 
return here to personally invite me, I would decline the 
invitation. I’m not interested in visiting Gundharvaloka.” 

Chitravarnika smilingly bade him goodbye and 
disappeared. 
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Concluding the story at this point, the vampire said, 
“O King! Prince Vasant took the trouble to escort 
Chitravarnika all the way to Kailas, as a result of which 
she was able to regain the powers she had lost. In return 
for this favour, he had requested a chance to visit 
Gundharvaloka— again, not for his personal enjoyment, 
but for the noble cause of studying the methods of 
administration used there, with the intention of 
implementing them in his own domain when he became 
the king. Then why did he change his mind and turn down 
Chitravarnika’s offer of taking him there? Wasn’t itthe 
height of foolishness to tum down this golden opportunity? 
Why did he do it? Was it out of fear of the gundharva 
king’s wrath? Or was it an impulsive decision spurred by 
hurt pride and anger? If you know the answer, speak out 
— otherwise, your head shall shatter into fragments!” 

Calmly and unhesitatingly, King Vikram answered: 
“The reason Prince Vasant wished to study the 
administration of Gundharvaloka was because he had 


considered it an exemplary domain, inhabited by ideal 
beings. But the gundharva king Shaktiteja’s unjust and 
unreasonable behaviour, goaded by his daughter’s 
jealousy, which Vasant subsequently witnessed made him 
understand the gundharvas were far from ideal. They 
too had the same weaknesses as human beings— perhaps 
toa worse degree! So, there was nothing to be learnt 
from their methods of administration. This, coupled with 
the thought that Chitravarnika would have to suffer her 
king’s punishment for taking him to Gundharvaloka, made 
him drop the idea of visiting that land. There is nothing 
foolish about his decision.” 

On hearing this, the vampire nodded in approval, 
before going off into peal after peal of thunderous laughter. 
The next moment, he, along with the corpse, moved off 
the king’s shoulder with a jerk and flew back to the tree. 

King Vikram gave a little sigh as he gazed upon the 
scene. Then, he squared his shoulders, drew his sword 
and retraced his steps towards the ancient tree. 
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DID YOU KNOW? 


The giant-sized bamboos of south-east Asian countries, like 
Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, grow at an amazing speed - 
something like 1 metre in 24 hours! The bamboos in north-east 
India acquire a new “ring” (the distance between two rings is less 
than a metre) in about 6 to 8 weeks. 
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